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To Conquer the Coast: Pensacola, the Gulf
of Mexico, and the Construction of American
Imperialism, 1820-1848
by Maria Angela Diaz
ericans' dreams of empire appeared to become reality
when the United States gained control over Florida in 1821.
et although the U.S. controlled a significant portion of the
Gulf Coast, the nation remained one among many foreign powers vying for dominance in the region, a fact that raised concerns
about future expansion in the minds of many. As of 1821 the U .S.
shared the coastline with a newly independent Mexico. At the same
time, France, Britain, and Spain remained active in both the Gulf
and the Caribbean. 1 The combination of new republics and old
colonial powers shaped the nature of American expansion, and
the rhetoric used to support it. During the antebellum period the
United States military defenses along the Gulf Coast were not only
bolstered to secure American settlement of Florida by subduing
Native American populations and English incursions, but were also
used to establish a foothold from which the nation could pursue
war against Mexico.
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The intertwined concerns for military protection and territorial expansion shaped how Americans considered this crucial
region. Pro-expansionists in places such as Pensacola employed
rhetoric based on earlier experiences in the Florida territory that
justified their continued pursuit of land further south. Antebellum
expansionist rhetoric drew on the memory of warfare in the Florida territory, but also the unique nature of transnational and multiracial interactions within the southeastern borderlands. Scholars
typically examined both the process of expansion and the many
ways that people made meaning of expansion from a perspective
that emphasizes efforts in western North America, but U.S. citizens, especially southerners, continued to be interested in territorial expansion into Latin America. 2 From the Louisiana Purchase
in 1803 to the Missouri Compromise in 1820, U.S. citizens spread
into the Gulf South states, establishing plantation slavery an American military presence. Scholars studying the U.S. settlement of this
region note that the military presence was key in the entrenchment
of slavery and the establishment of southern political power. 3 The
developing U.S. economic and political influence into the Gulf
South that resulted from this earlier expansion became one of the
central justifications for continued military improvement projects
in the southern borderlands, including those in Pensacola, Florida.
This southward expansion, and the rhetoric used to explain and
justify it, eventually resulted in the war with Mexico in 1846, yet its
origins lay within American settlement of the lower South and the
conquest of the Florida territory. 4
The period between the 1820s and the 1840s marked a transition in U.S. territorial expansion when Americans began targeting
2

3
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Harvard University Press, 2008).
F. Todd Smith, Louisiana and the Gulf South Frontier, 1500-1821 (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 2014), 243-259; David Narrett, Adventurism
and Empire: The Struggle for Mastery in the Louisiana-Florida Borderlands, 17621803 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 1-4,137-141;
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the territory of other republican nations instead of solely concentrating their efforts on fighting against European colonial powers
and Indian nations within the ·old southwestern frontier. Pensacola
proved central to this next stage of American expansion, and provides a key space that unites both old and new forms of expansion.
By examining the importance of military fortifications at Pensacola, the many national and transnational forces that buffeted the
Gulf Coast during this period become evident. Pensacola became
increasingly identified by other cities in the region as a vital defence
point for the overall protection of the U .S. in the Gulf of Mexico.
During the U.S-Mexican War, Pensacola's position on the Gulf
Coast continued to shape its experience of warfare and expansion. In the Gulf South homefront and battlefront often blurred.
For Pensacola, as for many communities within the Gulf South,
the war in Mexico possessed an immediacy that southerners in the
Upper South would not experience until the Civil War. Through an
examination of soldiers' and sailors' experiences, newspaper edi torials, and literary journal essays in the years surrounding the U.S.Mexican War, the relationship between Pensacola and the military
in the Gulf South provides a window into the changes that shaped
American expansion in the Civil War Era.
Time and again Pensacola came under new supervision, new
dreams of empire, and new concerns. From its earliest days to the
outbreak of the U .S.-Mexican War, Pensacola felt the brunt of diplomatic shifts as Florida changed hands- variously claimed by the
Spanish, British, and finally, the U .S.- throughout the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. Pensacola was established as a permanent settlement in 1689 to check French and English interests in
acquiring Spanish territory. It remained part of a world wh~re no
one nation possessed complete domination- the Gulf of Mexico.
While the Spanish were the first to recognize Pensacola's importance as a military outpost against British and French incursion,
it was the U.S. invasion in 1817 that brought the first significant
improvements to the defenses along the bay. 5 Despite Pensacola's
small population-some 700 persons- it remained remarkably
diverse. Rachel Jackson, wife of Andrew Jackson and a temporary
resident of the port, wrote her friend Eliza Kingsley in 1821 remarking on the town's inhabitants and noting that all spoke French and
Spanish, some speaking as many as four or five different languages.
5
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Published by STARS, 2016

3

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 95 [2016], No. 1, Art. 3

4

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

"Such a mixed multitude, you, nor any of us, ever had an idea of,"
Rachel noted. She observed that there were fewer white people
"than any other, mixed with all nations under the canopy of heaven, almost in nature's darkness." 6 While the white population grew
over the following two decades, it continued to share space with
mixed race peoples and black and white Creoles. 7
Unlike many other ports along the Gulf of Mexico, Pensacola
never became a major depot for the agricultural commodities that
created prosperity for the other major ports along the coast. During Pensacola's first decade under U.S. rule, southerners flooded
Florida, eager to take advantage of the newly acquired territory.
While this benefited Florida overall, Pensacola lacked sufficient
access to the most prosperous cotton districts, and much of that
trade was shipped out through other ports. When it appeared that
political and economic power shifted to Florida's middle counties, residents of the town sought economic development through
other methods. 8 The first attempt to remedy the stagnant economy centered on support for the construction of a canal across the
peninsula that would link east and west Florida. Pensacolians, like
many Floridians during the territorial period, were swept up in the
national fascination with canals, railways, and all manner of what
nineteenth-century Americans referred to as "internal improvements." Historian Ernest F. Diddle described how this "faith in
6

7

8

RachelJackson to Eliza Kingsley, 1821, quoted in Clune and Stringfiled, Historic Pensacola, 137; Duvon C. Corbitt, "The Late Spanish Census,1820," Florida
Historical Quarterly 24, no. 1 (July 1945): 30-38; November 28, 1849, Warren
Dow Diary, 1849-1850, Special Collections, George A. Smathers Libraries, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL.
The term "Creole" has many meanings, and here I am defining "Creole" as
individuals born of European and/ or African parents who, according to the
Spanish Colonial definition, were born in the Americas. William Coker and
Susan Parker, "The Second Spanish Period in the Two Floridas," in The New
History of Florida, ed., Michael Gannon (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1996), 150- 66; William Coker and Douglas Inglis, The Spanish Censuses
of Pensacola, 1784-1820: A Genealogical Guide to Spanish Pensacola (Pensacola,
FL: Perdido Bay Press, 1980); James D. Harmon, Creoles of Color: Gulf South
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee, 1996);Jane Landers, Atlantic Creoles in the
Age ofRevolution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011); Alice Moor
Dunbar-Nelson, "People of Color in Louisiana," in Creole: The History and Legacy
of Louisiana's Free People of Color, ed. Sybil Kein (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 2000), 8-9.
Jane E. Dysart, "Another Road to Disappearance: Assimilation of Creek Indians
in Pensacola, Florida, during the Nineteenth Century," Florida Historical Quarterly 61, no. 1 (July 1982), 39; Virginia Meacham Gould, "In Full Enjoyment
of Their Liberty: The free women of color of the Gulf ports of New Orleans,
Mobile, and Pensacola, 1769-1860" (PhD diss., Emory University, 1991), 40-41.
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canals" offered a chance to open the West to trade with the more
established East, all of which would travel through Florida, and
established some of the earliest expansionist rhetoric concerning the economic progress possible through American territorial
expansion. Interest in a canal connecting the Atlantic to the Gulf
Coast dated back to 1763, when British Governor James Grant suggested that such a canal would benefit the colony. Nothing came
of it, and Floridians would have to wait until the mid-1820s before
any kind of effort was made to begin a canal-building project. The
Florida Legislative Council regularly sent petitions to Congress
addressing interests in the prospect of a canal. In 1824, Congress
commissioned the United States Army to create a committee for
the purpose of surveying the Florida territory for the possibility of
building a can~l. The following year the Florida Legislative Council
authorized yet another survey team. Both survey teams ultimately
advised against the practicality of canal construction. The idea
finally faltered when the Panic of 1837 and the years of economic
depression that followed killed enthusiasm in the United States for
internal improvements. Floridians had used ideas about economic
and military necessity when it came to arguing for federal funds to
build a canal, and those notions became part of the narratives used
to demand coastal defenses and territorial expansion. Yet, when
U.S. citizens began moving into Florida territory in the early 1820s
they were not alone in their expansionist interests. 9
Aside from Native American nations such as the Seminole, the
strongest opposition to U.S. expansion in both the southern borderlands and the West Indies were European nations, specifically
England. The War of 1812 and the First Seminole War solidified
what historian William Belko called "American Anglophobia'' in the
minds of antebellum Americans. These wars also perpetuated the
notion that Florida needed increased military protection. Decades
after they had set out to conquer the Florida territory, U.S. citizens,
especially those in the Gulf South, recalled the early days of their
fragile republic and its conflicts with the mother country. Naval
strategy and prevailing military wisdom continued to be rooted in
the nation's experiences during the War of 1812, which led the
9

Earnest Dibble, Ante-Bellum Pensacola and the Military Presence (Pensacola, FL:
Pensacola Historical Society, 1982), 9-10; Michael Gannon, Florida: A Short
History (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2003) , 27-28; Steven Noll
and David Tegeder, Ditch of Forgotten Dreams: The Cross Florida Barge Canal and
the Struggle for Florida's Future (Gainesville: University of Press Florida, 2015),
11-20.
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federal government to concentrate on building up coastal fortifications along the Atlantic Coast. The British Act of Abolition in 1833
and the emancipation of slaves within British-held colonies near the
Gulf of Mexico added a new dimension to American Anglophobia
and the perceived necessity for increased militarization of the southern frontier, especially among the coastal slave states. 10
In the 1820s, expansionists and the U.S. Navy began to see
Pensacola as an important strategic location for military outposts.
The U.S. Navy's board of engineers recognized the importance of
improving defenses in the region, and recommended Pensacola
Bay as a site of new fortifications because it possessed "positions
admirably adopted to the repairing, building and launching of vessels of any size, for docks and dock yards in healthful positions and
as being perfectly defensible. "11 The independence wars of Central
and South America contributed to the view that improved defenses
at Pensacola were necessary. Highlighting the instability associated
with the Latin American revolutions, one U.S. newspaper estimated that pirates and privateers attacked up to 3,000 ships between
1816 and 1823. 12 In 1825, Congress made the first monetary appropriation for the construction of a naval yard at Pensacola and
authorized improvements to the army fortifications that lined the
bay. Military improvements began in 1826 when the Navy issued
the first contracts to local businesses for lumber. White craftsman
initiated construction, but the yard's second commandant, Captain
M. T. Woolsey, began the practice of using hired slaves to do the
majority of the work on the new yard. 13
10

11

12
13

William S. Belko, "Epilogue to the War of 1812: The Monroe Administration,
American Anglophobia, and the First Seminole War," in America's Hundred
Years' War: U.S. Expansion to the Gulf Coast and theFate of the Seminol,e, 1763-1855,
ed. William S. Belko (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2011), 54-55;
Frank L. Owsley Jr., Struggle for the Gulf Borderlands: The Creek War and the Battl,e
for New Orleans, 1812-1815 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1981),
28-29, 92-93; Edward Bartlett Rugemer, The Problem of Emancipation: The Caribbean Roots of the American Civil War (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 2008), 136-140.
Report of General Barnard quoted in Pensacola Gazette, August 12, 1843;
George F. Pearce, The U.S. Navy in Pensacola: From Sailing Ships to Naval Aviation, 1825-1980 (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1980), 16-17.
Angus Konstam, Piracy: A Complete History (New York, NY: Osprey Publishing,
2008), 275.
Thomas Hulse, "Military Slave Rentals, the Construction of Army Fortifications, and the Navy Yard in Pensacola, Florida, 1824-1863," Florida Historical
Quarterly88, no. 4 (Spring 2010): 497-539; Dibble, Ante-BellumPensacola and the
Military Presence, 8, 37-40; Baptist, Creating An Old South, 17-19, 34; John Lauritz Larson, Internal Improvement: National Public Works and the Promise of Popular
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The idea that the Gulf of Mexico was a perilous place for American interests existed side-by-side with the belief that the region
promised vast economic riches in terms of trade and agriculture.
John Lee Williams published an essay in 1827 that accompanied
a recently completed map of West Florida. While traversing the
Florida territory as a commissioner charged with aiding in the
selection of a new capital, Williams came to believe that "the sugar
cane, the silk worm, the grape, and the olive, will no doubt at some
future day render it one of the most important portions of America." On the whole Williams imagined Florida as full of endless
economic possibility with "fine harbors" and "singular facilities for
the construction of canals." He described Pensacola Bay as being
"by far the best harbor on the Gulf of Mexico, or indeed south of
the Chesapeake Bay." 14 However, Pensacola's economy was more
closely tied to the presence of the military in the bay, and not a
promised agricultural boom. In 1828, when Captain William H.
Chase arrived to oversee the building of forts McRee and Pickens,
he relied on Pensacola brick makers to supply millions of bricks for
their construction. Thus, first two decades worth of construction at
the forts and navy yard bolstered the city's economy, wedding the
town to the presence of the military and the process of expanding
American authority in the Gulf Coast region. 15
Foreign naval superiority in the Caribbean provided yet
another reason for increased naval defenses. The nation's relationship with European countries proved complex; in some instances
expansionist rhetoric emphasized the threat of European dominance, and at other times glorified European conquest of other
parts of the globe. Europe's dominance of the Mediterranean provided a potent symbol for supporters of military improvements and
a model for continued American expansion into the Gulf South.
The Mediterranean encapsulated the idea of what the Gulf South
region could be in terms of trade and military supremacy. Civil
engineers stationed throughout the country recognized the military significance of the Gulf of Mexico. For example, Captain John

14
15

Government in the Early United States (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2001), 11-14.
John Lee Williams, A View of West Florida, (Philadelphia: D.R. Bailey, Printer,
1827), iv.
George F. Pearce, Pensacola During the Civil War: A Thorn in the Side of the Confederacy (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2000), 2; Pearce, "The United States Navy Comes to Pensacola," Florida Historical Quarterly 55, no.I Quly
1976): 37-47.
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Sanders, a civil engineer working in the Ohio river valley acknowledged the military significance of the Gulf as it pertained to the
expansion west. Sanders used the Mediterranean imagery and the
centrality of Pensacola to the Gulf of Mexico when he wrote that a
navy for the Gulf South "Mediterranean" could only be furnished
by seaports along Cape Florida and Cape Hatteras farther north.
Commodore Charles Stewart commented in the Pensacola Gazette
that, for Americans, Pensacola was to the Gulf of Mexico what Toulon, France, was to the Mediterranean for the French-a prominent
naval depot. France fashioned Toulon into its primary military
port on the Mediterranean, and Stewart reasoned that Pensacola
could become a similar kind of military bulwark for expansion further into the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean. Americans looked
at their Gulf South ports and hoped they could achieve the same
level of imperial success as their European predecessors. 16
While Americans were afraid of what a powerful European presence in the Gulf might mean for their interests, they also looked to
nations such as France and even England as models of imperialism
and territorial expansion. The notion of the Gulf of Mexico as a
Mediterranean Sea in the New World formed an essential part of
the nation's imagined empire and the expansionist rhetoric that
allowed white U.S. citizens living in the region to see themselves
as a dominating economic and military power on land and at sea.
When newspapers discussed the importance of defending the
coastline, they often spoke of French defenses in the Mediterranean. This comparison revealed both the American drive to be like
the European nations that dominated the Mediterranean as well as
their fear of being subjugated by those same European powers. In
addition, the Mediterranean was a heavily contested space in which
warfare often defined the world within that sea. France, Spain, and
Italy, all fought naval wars to control th~ Mediterranean. Similarly
the United States would have to conquer its own "Mediterranean"
through racial subjugation, trade, and military supremacy in order
to mirror the success of European nations an ocean away. 17
16

17

John Sanders, Memoirs on the Military Resources of the Valley of the Ohio, as Applicable to Operations on the Gulf of Mexico; and on a System for the Common Defense of
the United States. With a Review of the Same, Concisely Exhibiting the Proper Functions
and True Relations of Forts and Ships, Their Mutual Dependence and Harmonious
Action, When Properly Combine (Washington, D.C.: C. Alexander, Printer, 1845),
3, 19; Quoted in Pensacola Gazette, February 28, 1846;JosefW. Konvitz, Cities &
the Sea: Port City Planning in Early Modern Europe (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 4, 73-79.
Pensacola Gazette, February 28, 1846.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol95/iss1/3

8

Diaz: To Conquer the Coast: Pensacola, the Gulf of Mexico, and the Cons

To

CONQUER THE COAST

9

At the beginning of the 1830s advocates of increased naval
defenses urged the federal government to complete repairs to
the naval yard, bolster fortifications, and build a dry dock for ship
repair at Pensacola. New Orleans possessed a small dry dock, but
its location on the Mississippi River was not ideal for the Gulf ships
in need of repair. Matthew Fontaine Maury, a U.S. Naval officer,
wrote a lengthy article for the Southern Literary Messenger emphasizing the need for naval defenses, and added that additional sailors
and soliders were needed to man the fortifications and pilot the
ships. Maury argued that the presence of English and French warships in the Gulf made it absolutely necessary for the United States
to craft a plan of defense that not only secured the coast, but also
the Caribbean. He maintained that American officers had "tried in
vain to prevail on their government to adopt." Maury emphasized
the need for increased fortifications and naval repair facilities by
articulating fears that reached back to the region's past in which
the nation fought for control of the region from the same European countries. "Such is the unprotected state of our Southern coast,
and the condition of our Navy at present, that, in a war with either
of these two powers, Pensacola and all the rich outpourings of the
Mississippi would be at their mercy," proclaimed Maury. 18
Thus, for Pensacola to become a successful starting point for
U.S. expansion into Mexico and the Caribbean required the expansion of the naval yard loc;ated five miles from the city. The construction of dry docks and a seawall became the focus of much fanfare
and newspaper coverage during this period. Dry docks were used
for constructing and repairing ships, and a dry dock at Pensacola
could provide a more convenient facility for warship repairs, so
that naval vessels would not have to travel to dry docks as far away
as those located on the Atlantic Coast. The dock would also be
made available for use by merchant ships in the region. In 1840 the
naval appropriations committee introduced legislation in the U.S.
Senate andJohn C. Calhoun added an amendment to fund a dock
at Pensacola. He considered the need to protect commerce in the
Gulf by funding an improved naval station to be vital to the South's
prosperity. A number of other southern Senators supported Calhoun and the committee, maintaining, as one argued, "that the
whole south and west were deeply interested in the work," because
commerce from both regions would need to be protected by a
18

Matthew Fontaine Maury, "Scraps from the Lucky Bag," Southern Literary Messenger, 7, no. 1 (January 1841): 3; Sanders, Memoirs, 3-4.
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naval force in the event of war. The bill was eventually defeated, but
by 1840 the essential elements of the argument that surrounded
military improvements had been made. 19
Gulf South expansionists interested in the naval improvements
at Pensacola felt embittered by what they claimed was an unfair distribution of funds. They saw the northern ports going ahead with
military repairs, while the South was left open to possible invasion.
Since the 1830s Congress had appropriated funds for the expansion and repair of buildings at the naval yard and the construction
of a dry dock for repairing vessels, but little had been accomplished as of 1842. That same year, Florida representative David
Levy Yulee successfully sponsored a resolution to inquire into the
manner in which the funds were spent. The following year Yulee
stood on the floor of the House of Representatives and charged
that the government had spent up to one third of the appropriations for Pensacola on other naval installations. 20 In August,1843,
the Pensacola Gazette published an article on the state of the Gulf
Coast's naval defenses and the lack of progress in construction of
the dock. In it, they noted several key aspects of their argument for
the importance of Pensacola's naval yard. The paper noted that
New Orleans newspapers accused the administration "with much
justice" of continuing to ignore the needs of the Pensacola Navy
Yard and using funds marked for Pensacola to build other naval
projects. The newspaper claimed that much of the funding appropriated for the improvements had been squandered by the "extravagance or criminal heedlessness of the administration." When
the Secretary of the Navy withheld the funds appropriated for the
Pensacola project the paper proclaimed that the New York naval
yards were "made to bristle with guns and to resound with notes of
preparation against threatened war." Meanwhile forts in Louisiana,
at Mobile Point, and Pensacola lacked the same level of arms and
ammunition, and were "thus left exposed, in the sudden advent of
war, to fall into the enemy's hands," who they warned, would turn
their own defenses against them . Despite the fact that war did not
appear immanent, the invocation of it, and how it might affect the
great emporiums of the Gulf- New Orleans and Mobile-perpetuated the demand for stronger fortifications . "Concentrated within
a length of 500 miles of the most densely populated part of the
19
20

Pensacola Gazette, July 5, 1840.
Herbert]. Doherty Jr., "Ante-Bellum Pensacola: 1821-1861," Florida Historical
Quarterly37, nos . 3 and 4 (January-April, 1959): 350-351.
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coast," the editors argued, "are six Navy Yards, three of which, being
admitted in practice to be totally superfluous, might very well be
dispensed with, leaving the Boston, the Brooklyn and the Norfolk
stations as they are, or even adding to their present facilities." By
comparison, the 2,500 miles of coast from Cape Charles, Virginia,
to the mouth of Sabine River in Texas possessed only one naval
yard. Ships moved gingerly through the Straits, while their "probable enemy, from some one of his secure Depots" stood ready to
pounce "upon the unprotected merchantman, about whose movements he would have more certain and speedy intelligence" than
the Gulf's naval ships could obtain. A year later, the New Orleans
Daily Picayune continued to lament the plan that had been left to
languish uncompleted and hoped that an additional infusion of
capital might finally push the project forward . The Pensacola Gazette
combined frustration over the government's focus on the northern
ports and the belief that the Gulf Coast was under immanent threat
from foreign naval forces. 21
Along the Gulf South and within the Florida territory the views
of soldiers and sailors were shaped by expansionist rhetoric at the
same time that they formed an essential part American pursuit of
yet more territory. While pro-expansionist forces argued for their
continued presence in Florida and later in Mexico, their interactions with both the landscape and the people of both formed essential parts of the nation's concept of itself as an empire destined to
dominate the Gulf of Mexico.
The sailors and soldiers who moved through Florida in the
aftermath of the first and second Seminole Wars came from all
over the nation. In 1844 Edward Clifford Anderson, a sailor in the
U.S Navy, recorded in a journal his journey from Savannah to Pensacola aboard the U.S.S. Taylor. As the ship sailed from the Atlantic
into the Gulf of Mexico, his journal related how his understanding
of the Florida landscape was defined by images and stories relating to the Second Seminole War that had ended just two years
prior. The physical markers of the war that lingered in ports of East
Florida where Anderson's ship traveled came to shape much about
the way he engaged with the territory. In the area surrounding St.
Augustine Anderson recorded the remnants of notches that the
Seminoles had supposedly cut into trees for the purpose of shooting their rifles as evidence of the war's impact on the region. As he
traveled through Florida he noted the interaction between racial
21

Pensacola Gazette, August 12, 1843; New Orleans Daily Picayune, July 7, 1844.
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groups. He described his party meeting with a group of Indians at
the house of Colonel William W. Belknap on the Apalachicola and
noted the presence of their "negro interpreter." Anderson also
related the complicated relationship Americans possessed with
England as a result of their past interactions. He retold a story he
heard from a soldier referred to as "Lee," in which his men were
encircled by a band of Seminoles and one soldier bravely risked
being in the front and subjected to heavy fire by stating his superiority as an "English soldier." Anderson felt his performance was
"worthy of knighthood. "22
At a meeting with General William Jenkins Worth, Anderson
was impressed by the state of the American troops, but claimed that
the acounts he had heard presented them as an "insubordinate
set of scoundrels" that could not compare to the British troops in
terms of their appearence. Worth had taken over as commander
of the army in Florida in 1841 and had pushed the Seminoles out
of North Florida. On August 14, 1842 Worth announced the end
of the war after many Seminoles moved to the southern portion
of the peninsula. Shortly after Worth 's announcement of the end
of hostilities, Congress passed the Armed Occupation Act which
was designed to rid the region of Indian presence by encouraging
settlement provided that settlers would "improve" the purchased
land and defend themselves against Indian incursion. By 1843
Worth estimated that there were only about 300 Seminoles left
in Florida. Yet the impact of their presence continued to be felt
throughout the territory. When Anderson later toured Fort Marion
in St. Augustine he was fascinated by the details of the escape of the
Seminole leader, Coacoochee, in which he outsmarted his captors
by making a rope out of blankets and "kept the whole neighborhood in constant alarm & committed more cruelties than any chief
of his nation." Later Coacoochee became the best known of the
war chiefs after Osceola's death. Sailors and soldiers alike claimed
to respect Coacoochee for his brazen escape, and Anderson spoke
of him in a similar fashion, calling him the "finest specimen of
Indian. "23 After his time in Florida, Worth would find himself in
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Texas serving with Zachary Taylor at the beginning of the U.S.Mexican War. 24
As his ship again sailed down the Atlantic coast toward the
Florida Straits, Anderson again discussed the world around him
through the lens of its tumultuous past. He related an incident
in which he and his companions disturbed Indian burial mounds
by digging through them looking for souvenirs. Anderson took a
skull as his prize. "I lay awake in my berth nearly the whole night
thinking of deaths heads & dead Indians," he wrote. Anderson
spent the rest of the night listening to mice and roaches crawling
in and out of the skull, tormented by his decision to desecrate the
graves of Native Americans. By destroying cultural markers on the
landscape, he both reflected on the passing of one racial foe and
participated in their erasure. Yet, his understanding of the "Florida
War" and the Seminoles was grounded in other forms of Indian displacement and territorial expansion, particularly the Trail of Tears.
He remembered "this effective weapon the sword, in the hands
of our national government has often been employed to chastise
the poor Indians. Sometimes with dreadful vengeance I fear and
should not their protection avail to draw it from the scabbard?" His
feelings toward the process of Native American displacement, one
of the foundational occurrences in the larger process of American
imperialism, appear ambivalent and situational. Anderson's journey and his journal exemplified the multifaceted ways that Americans in the nineteenth century engaged with the construction of
expansionist rhetoric. 25
The Gulf's importance as a major site linking the South and
West grew by 1845, when the U.S. annexed Texas and Florida
became a state. As John Sanders reflected on the significance of
Texas statehood, he recalled it signaled the need for a stronger
military presence in the region in order to achieve a position for
the U.S. "fully equal to cope with England for the mastery of the
Gulf of Mexico, if not, indeed, for that of the high seas." 26 The
24
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annexation of Texas reemphasized England as not only a symbol
of military and naval superiority in the minds of southern Americans, but also a symbol of the abolitionist threat that currently grew
along the borders of the slave South in places such as Texas and
Florida.
The annexation of Texas also made it more apparent that distances between the Gulf and the Atlantic Coast ports posed serious
problems for the navy. The distances between northern and southern ports were further emphasized by the fact that many sailors
joked that sailing to the Atlantic Coast was effectively going 'home
to the U.S." The charm of the navy yard in Pensacola with its landscaping and houses quickly wore thin for sailors due to its distance
from the Atlantic Coast. One such naval officer, Fitch Waterman
Taylor, arrived at the naval yard prior to the outbreak of the U.S.Mexican War. Like many sailors who wound up there, he observed
that it was still an "out-of-the-way place." He felt a "deep desolateness hanging about it, as if it were more of a foreign than a home
station." 27 This emphasized yet again the extent to which the Gulf
of Mexico was viewed as both extremely important and yet almost
foreign to Americans living outside of the region. When sailors
communicated their frustrations over the feeling of isolation they
had at the navy yard in Pensacola they in part gave voice to the
city's unique position as both on the edge of American expansion,
but also squarely at the center of it. Pensacola's connection to Latin
America and the notion that it was necessary to provide protection
for American expansion stemmed in part from its place on the border between South America, the Caribbean, and the United States.
Those in the Gulf South communities like Pensacola needed
to pay attention to relations with Great Britain and with Mexico
as their world intersected with both of them. Fears about British
dominance in the Caribbean continued to play an important role
in the growing debate over defenses in the Gulf, but issues such as
the Oregon territory dispute in 1845 also produced anxiety over
Britain. In response to the 1843 appropriations bill, the Pensacola
Gazette reported in August that "the late threatening aspects of our
relations with England, one would think, should have opened the
eyes of Government to the fact of the extremely defenseless state of
our commerce in the Gulf." 28 Frances Webster informed her husband Lucien-then stationed at Fort Pickens near Pensacola-of
27
28
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the reaction to the Oregon conflict news back in New York. She
wrote that she had overheard several gentlemen mention that the
ship Caledonia had recently arrived from England bringing news
that the Queen had ordered steamships of war to be outfitted with
men and provisions. "All the talk now is of war with England," wrote
Frances, "on account of Oregon." 29 While southern expansionists
were more interested in obtaining Texas and those in the northeast
appeared more interested in Oregon, support for Pensacola's dry
dock was driven primarily by concern over the English presence in
the Caribbean.
The start of the U.S.-Mexican War coincided with rumors that
Pensacola would accelerate naval improvements. During the U.S.Mexican War, the navy yard provisioned the Gulf Squadron, and
provided minor repairs for the ships participating in the blockade.
The declaration of war must have seemed prophetic. Gulf South
newspapers, naval officers, and southern expansionists had long
talked of war, but the war that came was not the one they expected.
In January 1846, the Daily Picayune announced that the improvements at Pensacola would finally commence beginning with the
construction of a seawall around the naval yard. Pensacola's population swelled with the influx of sailors, workmen, and soldiers at
Fort Pickens, while ·the town also housed the families of many serving in Mexico. 30 The Navy contracted James P. Kirkwood, a civil
engineer living in Pensacola, to oversee construction, and the Daily
Picayune hoped the possibility of war with Mexico would speed up
the work "so necessary for strengthening the position of Pensacola," and give to the navy a "port on the Gulf absolutely indispensable for maintaining permanent ascendancy there ."31
Impatient with the slow progress on the project, the Daily Picayune reminded its readers that Congress had instructed the Secretary of the Navy to begin construction two years prior earlier. With
delays, the dock would now cost over one million dollars to construct, with two hundred thousand dollars appropriated that year.
29
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The Pensacola Gazette quoted the New Orleans Bulletin :S complaint
that, "year after year, it has been the subject of resolutions in Congress. The successive secretaries of the navy had favored improved
defenses on the Gulf for several years, but according to the Gazette
they had "accomplished literally little or nothing," while the dock
at New York was progressing rapidly. They declared that it was time
they spoke out against what they viewed as injustices against the
South and Southwest. The Gazette also pleaded with congressmen
from the southwestern states to pay more attention to the subject
of the naval yard at Pensacola. The senators and representatives of
the Southwest, they believed, were sympathetic to the necessity of
speedy construction, and those in Pensacola hoped that they would
make more of an effort to move the project further along. 32
Captain William K. Latimer, who had previously served in the
Gulf Coast, returned to Pensacola in 1846 to take command of the
navy yard, where he would continue on for the remainder of the
U.S.-Mexican War. As war erupted and then intensified, the importance of making Pensacola's naval yard ready became evident to
those beyond the immediate area surrounding the town. Efforts to
bring the navy up to full strength to fight the war began in February 1846, when Pensacolians held a public meeting to recruit soldiers for the Texas-Mexico frontier. Governor William Moseley sent
two companies to garrison the fortifications at Pensacola. 33 The
U.S-Mexican War brought many aspects of the rhetoric of expansion together in ways unexpected by those who had supported an
increased military presence and continued territorial expansion.
While President James K. Polk cited protecting trade as one of the
primary reasons for going to war with Mexico it was often the ships
used for that trade that ferried soldiers to the field of battle. Navy,
merchant, and mail ships transported the army back and forth
between the theater of war and Gulf port communities. On May
14, 1846 Commodore David Conner, then in command of the Gulf
Squadron, declared a blockade of the Mexican Gulf ports including Matamoros, Tampico, Alvarado, and Veracruz. In February, the
Daily Picayune reported that the Navy went out "armed to the teeth,
for the protection of our Commerce in the Gulf, and blockading
the ports of Mexico." 34
32
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The blockade of Mexico which commenced shortly after the
outbreak of war was not only a proving ground for the Navy, but
also for the future of its fortifications in the Gulf South region, and
the rhetoric of war reflected that. Still, the blockading navy needed an improved homebase for repairs and outfitting. By 1847, Pensacolians saw their cause taken up by those on the Atlantic Coast
when the Charleston Mercury published an editorial supporting the
improvements to the Pensacola harbor. Town boosters used the
Gulf Squadron's blockade of Mexican ports as reason to speed up
the work, complaining that the naval yard could not offer anything
but the most rudimentary repairs. The Pensacola Gazette claimed,
with growing frustration "for twenty years past, there has been comparatively, no necessity for a Dry Dock any where but here, and yet,
under one pretext or another, it has been entirely neglected." The
paper blamed the yearly delays on northern speculators attempting to take over the dry dock project. Floridians lamented that now
"every ship of the blockading squadron, which needs repairs, must
go a thousand miles out of way to procure them."35 By June 1847,
the proposition for docks at Philadelphia, Pensacola, and Portsmouth had been approved. The Secretary of the Navy authorized
$350,000 for completing the Pensacola dock as quickly as possible,
but during the next month the Daily Picayune reported that the
Congressional appropriation would not be sufficient to finish the
work, and completion would be delayed yet again.36 In September, with no builders in sight and not enough money, the Pensacola
Gazette could do nothing but forlornly remark: "well, it is our luck-Pensacola luck, and there is nothing like it in the annals of misfortune, except the luck of the poor fellow who could throw nothing
but deuce ace, until he was so exasperated that he swallowed the
dice-the readers know the story." 37 While these points had been
commonly cited reasoning before the war, once the blockade commenced it became a glaring issue.
Raphael Semmes, a naval officer who would later join the
Confederacy, gave an account of the blockade that reflected the
experience of many aboard naval ships during the war. Like their
35
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counterparts who had arrived in Pensacola years before the men
who sailed from ports such as Pensacola to Mexico were caught up
in forces much larger than themselves. Much like Edward Anderson who had enthusiastically recorded his trip through the Florida
territory, Semmes supported the United States' efforts to expand
into Latin American territory and questioned the suitability of the
Mexican people to rule over such a large nation. In his memoirs of
the war, Semmes described post-independence Mexico as "bowed
down by the premature weight of years," rather than a young and
exuberant new country. Despite his support of the war against Mexico, he was also critical of the U.S. strategy during the war. In assessing the government's strategies he concluded that "it was evidently
its policy- indeed the only policy-to carry on the war wholly on
land, leaving the navy to act the subordinate, but not less onerous
part of harassing and annoying the enemy on his sea-board . . . and
of aiding our land forces, in the duties of transport, convoy, making
descents, etc." From 1840 to 1845 Semmes had served on several
ships, conducting survey work in and around the Gulf. Semmes
and his shipmates found themselves sailing this same route when
they got the news that the war had commenced in earnest. Semmes
claimed that as naval officers "we partook of the incredulity of our
brethren of the army, in regard to the probability of a war with
Mexico." Their patrol routes into the Caribbean and throughout
the Gulf of Mexico signaled the importance of the Caribbean to
the U .S. and the intense interests that the nation had in eventually
expanding into the islands still dominated by European powers. 38
Despite the fact that pro-expansionists in the region had
argued for increased naval presence and fortifications, many of the
Navy's ships were not in the theater of conflict at the start of the
war and this led Gulf South southerners to wonder at the navy's
ability to aid the army. The Daily Picayune believed that only news
of the initial battles fought in northern Mexico in May could convince the navy that the "quarrel would come to extremities; and
reasoning from their own inactivity, it would not be wonderful
if the operations of the army on the Rio Grande were even now
looked upon by many in the Gulf squadron as fabulous- the creations of the letter writers. " 39 Sailors poured over every detail of
38
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the army's movements, and Semmes "felt the more proud of our
brethren of the army, from the circumstances of having received
the intelligence of their exploits ·in a foreign land." Despite wanting to set sail for Mexico, Semmes' ship remained in the Dominican Republic before making its way back to Pensacola, sailing into
the bay on July 1, 1846, a full four months after the start of the war.
The meandering path of the Gulf Squadron at the onset of the war
demonstrated the extent to which the navy was involved in patrolling the Gulf and the Caribbean, and the fact that the U.S.-Mexican
War did not take place within a vacuum. The United States continued to pursue its interests in other parts of the Gulf and the navy
was at the forefront of these movements. Pensacola, despite being
poorly outfitted as a weigh station had become a place where war
with Mexico connected with patrolling the waters against the outside world. 40
Despite the successes of the blockade at keeping ocean traffic to a minimum, the British and French remained a presence
in the Gulf of Mexico and compromised the effectiveness of the
blockade. Evidence of the European naval presence was not hard
to find. When Semmes' ship, the U.S.S. Somers sank in a terrible
storm, many of the men abandoned ship and later were fished out
by a British ship, demonstrating the continued presence of European powers during the war. During a funeral for a fellow American sailor, Fitch Taylor was angered by the fact that the Spanish and
French did not lower their flags to half-mast as was the custom. He
blamed this lack of manners on Catholicism, which he deemed a
"false system," and those who worshipped it were degenerate. 41
The British, French, and Spanish ships that clustered around
the blockaded Mexican ports created some tensions among the
various ships sailing up and down the Mexican coast. In June, the
Barbados Globe reported that one of England's ships was en route to
Veracruz, acting on a report that the U.S. Navy prevented the English sloop H.M.S. Rose from entering the Mexican port. In response
the Daily Picayune claimed "We do not believe a word said about the
refusal to allow the Rose to enter a Mexican port. At last accounts,
we think, she was lying at Veracruz." 42 Small conflicts such as these,
as well as the presence of European ships, transformed the quiet
40
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and routine patrolling during the blockade into an ongoing process of international policing. They also demonstrated that even
this war between neighbors on the North American continent still
garnered attention and intervention from Europe, because the
vital Gulf was a crossroads of imperialist power.
During the next two years the Gulf Squadron primarily focused
on maintaining a strict blockade of all Mexican ports, and keeping
the army well stocked, as they marched toward Mexico's capital.
Many felt that furnishing the Gulf with at least one large dockyard
and twenty steamers of war would overcome their most dire concerns. At the outbreak of the war with Mexico, the United States
Navy was relatively small compared to the more imposing European fleets that still sailed throughout the Caribbean and the Atlantic. The Gulf Squadron consisted of thirteen ships, three fifty-gun
frigates among them the squadron's flagship, Cumberland, several
smaller sloops and brigs of war, as well as steamers that primarily ferried supplies back and forth. While estimates of the actual
number of men who served aboard these ships vary, roughly 13,000
total served during the war. This number was quite small when
compared to the 70,000 soldiers and militia that marched across
the Mexican landscape between 1846-1848. Yet both shared experiences similar to those of Edward Clifford Anderson and his travels
through Florida. They viewed the world around them through the
lens of territorial conflict and American imperialism. 43
The experiences of sailors and soldiers and their presence
within the city directly connected Pensacola, and Pensacolians'
concerns over the security of the Gulf Coast with the war in a way
that was quite unique for a southern city. With recuperating soldiers and well-armed ships present the lines between battlefront
and homefront blurred much the way they had during the Seminole Wars some decades prior. 44
Through the experience of the blockade, especially in the
early days Semmes' feeling concerning the success of the army
grew increasingly more frustrated when he compared their glories
to the navy's monotony. Semmes believed "no duties could have
been more irksome than those which devolved upon the navy."
43
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The blockade stopped a majority of the merchant marine traffic
corning out of Mexican ports throughout the duration of the war
yet Semmes often focused on the oppressive heat of the cramped
quarters aboard the brigs, frigates, sloops, and schooners during
the summer months, and the wild northers of winter evenings.
The crew lived on meager ship's rations and the only clean laundry
they had was often washed in salt-water and hung to "rough-dry" in
the ropes of the ship's rigging. "We looked forth from our ship, as
from a prison," recalled Sernrnes. 45 It was a war that, for the Gulf
Squadron, was comprised of toils and vigils "without the prospect
of either excitement or glory." Unlike the army, the navy had no
enemy to actively fight. It was much harder for them to display
their bravery to the satisfaction of those back horne. 46
Pensacola's expansionists hoped that its fortifications would
be used as a staging ground for the war's operations. While New
Orleans remained the main depot for soldiers and arms, Pensacola
provided additional supplies and hospitalization for wounded soldiers. A member of one of the city's most prominent families, the
Innerarities, sent a letter to the editor of the Pensacola Gazette advising the editor that "Pensacola is well adapted ... for being the
rendezvous of the men required for the expedition which could
be organized here under the immediate superintendence of competent military men." Alfred N. Proctor, a naval officer serving in
the blockade, was struck with fever while in Mexico and sent back
to the Pensacola navy yard to recuperate at the hospital there. Like
many of the wounded and sick he spent the remainder of the war
there, watching along with the townspeople as ships sailed to and
fro, filled with rnen. 47
The Navy's most important part in the war met with celebration in Pensacola. The siege of Veracruz ended on March 29, 1847
with the with the surrender of the city and Mexican fortifications.
From there, the army cut a swath through the valley of Mexico until
it marched through the streets of the capital city. Proctor wrote his
brother in Boston relating the details of Pensacola's reception of
the invasion of Veracruz. He described the US.S. Princeton's arrival
as the ship steamed into the harbor "in fine style with flags flying,
guns firing & she was only four days corning from that place." The
45
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houses in Pensacola were decorated with candles, bon fires dotted
the streets and, "every gun that could be raised was cracked off in
honor of the victory." He participated in a spontaneously formed
company of twenty men who marched around Pensacola firing
salutes to the soldiers that had landed at Veracruz. The next day he
helped make fireworks for yet another celebration. 48
By mid-December, the army held the center of Mexico. Army
officer William Preston felt that the capital city was without equal
in the entirety of the Americas, and from his ship anchored on
the coast, Fitch Taylor imagined what the army must have experienced. As it marched into Mexico City, Taylor wrote "even the
unlettered could not but feel the influence of the distant prospect;
and the well-read had a rush of historic assocations pouring into
their thoughts, while they recalled the story of the past, as they had,
with the interest of romance, traced the march of the braze but
bloody Cortez." As the war came to a close, ideas of La Conquista
again flooded the minds of those who participated in it. The soldiers entering Mexico later in the war came through the Gulf ports
and by way of the Rio Grande . Many were part of the invasion of
central Mexico. Their experience was somewhat different in that
they moved through the Valley of Mexico and Veracruz, which was
a very different landscape than that which most had seen. William
Preston's time in Mexico came much later in the war. He kept a
diary throughout 1847 and 1848 when he served as Lieutenant
Colonel of the 4th Kentucky Volunteers. Preston sailed from New
Orleans on November 11, 1847, where his regiment only stayed a
night before heading down river and reaching the Gulf of Mexico .
Being from Kentucky, for Preston, the trip to Veracruz was the first
time that he had ever seen the Gulf. Like many soldiers who had
come from other parts of the South, the trip through New Orleans
or Mobile was just as surprising and intriguing as was the experience of a foreign country. Of the Gulf, Preston wrote, "when they
are at rest & only agitatedly slight winds, the sapphire sky, the light,
fleecy, clouds drifting before the winds, the clear waves and delightful breeze, create a pleasant languor, which renders you careless of
everything save the scene around you." When his regiment landed
at Veracruz it was a conquered city. Preston remarked on the dilapidated state of the harbor which he wrote "scarcely deserves the
48
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name, it is dangerous in the extreme." He noted the remnants of
the siege and battle surrounded them as they camped on a plain
between the city and the sea where General Winfield Scott's troops
had marched 10 months earlier. Preston recorded the scene "the
trenches are still there & the fragments of the shells and round
shot scattered over the plain still show the range and direction of
the Mexican batteries. "49
As his unit marched their way through the Mexican countryside, Preston spent more time observing the landscape and animals as soldiers and sailors in Florida had done. For Preston, the
experience of Mexico was wholly foreign. He had little on which
to base his experience. After more than a week of marches, Preston recorded in his diary that "Small birds similar to the oriole
of gaudy plumage, & myriads of flowering shrub presented to the
eye of one from the temperate zone a landscape as novel as it was
beautiful." 50 On the road from Veracruz to Mexico City, Preston's
regiment passed Santa Anna's hacienda. He described in detail the
house, which posed a great curiosity to the men of the 4th Kentucky. He noted the imposing quality of Mango de Clavo, which
was more like a fortress than a "country house," and remarked on
a discussion between himself and another officer over the agricultural capacity of the land, stating "I differ from Mr. Thompson,
who thinks it would produce cotton & sugar profitably as the land
can have no means of irrigation being to elevated and remote from
the mountain & the alternations of wet & dry seasons being the
marked to permit its being tilled very advantageously." 51 Whatever
their differences, they both viewed the world around them as what
it would produce once it was under U.S. control. Whether the rivers and marshes of Florida or the valley of Mexico, soldiers and sailors moved through territory as agents of American expansion, and
at times understood their experiences through the lens of expansionist narratives and discourse. At other times they challenged this
discourse, yet continued to play roles in its creation.
In Pensacola, construction on the dry dock for the navy yard
picked up toward the end of the war. After the war the army no
longer regularly used Fort McRee and Fort Pickens. In 1853, the
navy yard's dry dock was finally completed, and could be used for
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repairs. That same year the Montgomery Journal published several
letters from a young man identified as Harry. On a trip to the Gulf
of Mexico he stopped at Pensacola and wrote about the general
state of the city. During his stay in Florida he and several friends
were treated to a tour of the naval yard and dry dock. After a ride
around the bay and a tour of the forts he remarked that "the first
object that attracted my attention was the Dry Dock, which cost
upwards of one millions of dollars." Harry then spent the rest of the
day with the Commodore at the naval yard and dined with him. 52
Pensacola's anticipated prosperity under the navy and army stalled
during the 1850s. The region was hit with several yellow fever epidemics similar to those that affected many of the other Gulf ports
in the antebellum era. The yellow fever epidemic of 1853 proved
to be especially bad, and regular interaction between the town and
the naval yard diminished after the outbreaks. 53
Yet, the Gulf South had much to celebrate in 1850. It had aided
in what appeared to be a second conquest of Mexico. The United
States had defined its border along the Rio Grande, and the Gulf
of Mexico was now guarded by a larger naval yard, improved army
fortifications, and a repair dock at Pensacola. The struggles of the
Navy throughout the war, and frustration of Gulf South southerners over the sluggish development of the Pensacola naval yard
had exposed the raw nerve of North-South relations and its connection to the persistent anxiety over threats to expansion in the
Gulf of Mexico. The ways in which Pensacolians looked upon the
English and French became connected to the ways that the North
was often depicted in the southern press. By the beginning of the
next decade an abolitionist Britain and an anti-slavery North both
posed significant threats to southern dreams of empire and territorial conquest.
As the years progressed, the war with Mexico and the vast new
territory that the United States gained created more questions
than it answered about borders, expansion, and the future of the
South in the nation . Pensacola, despite its small size on the western edge of the eastern Gulf Coast stood squarely in the middle
of these questions and the oncoming battles that came as a result.
When expansion west became a vulnerable prospect for southerners, continued movement south was all the more vital, and shaped
52
53
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southern images of empire, which diverged from the broader
notions of American imperialism. The war dramatically reconfigured the balance of power on the North American continent, and
dramatically reshaped the map of North America. With the United
States in control of a large portion of the continent, foreign spheres
of influence became absolutely intolerable. The Gulf South set its
sights on Cuba and finishing the business of conquering the U.S.Mexico borderlands. The United States had founded a territorial
empire much the way the old colonial powers had done, and the
South thought it would play a large part in settling that new territory. Advocates of the Gulf Coast hoped that they could continue to
protect and expand into this most valuable space between the East,
the West, the Old South, and the new southern frontier. 54
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